
Part 2

Socrates and the Sophists—Two Different Pedagogies

As far back as we have records, schools have competed to attract students based on appeal 

and effectiveness of approach. Schools that emphasized the lower two levels of pedagogy 

offered their students an experience that was entertaining and gratifying, training them in 

skills with immediate practical applicability. Schools that emphasized the upper levels were 

always less popular but more effective because they sought to develop the capacity of 

students to reason and discern for themselves. 

These differences are well illustrated by the contrasts between the approach of the ancient 

Greek Sophists and that of the brilliant teacher and philosopher Socrates.  Early in life, 

Socrates had studied with the Sophists, who trained the young aristocrats of Athens in the 

art of rhetoric (or persuasion) and were well paid for their efforts. Rhetoric was a critical 

skill in a rapidly evolving democracy and legal system, given that political and legal battles 

required an ability to persuade one’s fellow citizens. 

Both Socrates and the Sophists believed that human excellence could and should be taught 

as a way of improving human beings and their relationships to one another and the world. 

But the two schools were in profound disagreement about the nature of humans and how 

best to develop them. As a result, the effects they achieved were very different. 

The Sophists believed that good character was transferable through persuasion and 

influence. In their view, it was possible to teach virtue by means of eloquence, inspiring 

their students while offering themselves as role models. For all its eloquence and rhetorical 

brilliance, the thinking of the Sophists seemed empty and unsatisfying to Socrates. He held 

that the so-called transfer of knowledge was actually a transfer of opinions. He believed 

that knowing and understanding, developed through internal processing, was needed for 

one to become an effective person with some chance of achieving excellence.

Socrates set up a school in opposition to the goals and instructional approaches of the 

Sophists. His approach aimed to develop a student’s reasoning and dedication to truth. 

Language and dialogue were deployed to awaken self-knowledge rather than to serve 
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political expediency. He argued that it was not possible to become a person who reflected 

virtue and excellence unless one could generate one’s own well-developed reasoning 

regarding the meaning and working of ideas, deepen understanding of one’s ideas by 

testing them in life, and then defend them in rigorous debate.

Socrates believed that only through this inner process to develop deep understanding could 

one gain genuine knowledge. Only through close examination of one’s thinking and 

personal limitations could one develop the critical thinking skills that enabled access to an 

inner experience of excellence. As long as one held an opinion that had merely been 

adopted from others (e.g. parents, teachers, peers, leaders, or skilled orators), it was not 

possible to understand virtue or to be virtuous.

This difference in philosophy led to differences in pedagogical method. The Sophists would 

lecture to groups large and small on the virtues and their pursuit, seeking to gain 

commitment to the innate value of their ideas. They were great orators, inspiring in people 

an aspiration to pursue excellence in critical thinking and personal effectiveness. 

Socrates, on the other hand, believed that people must reflect on ideas as they worked 

within themselves, struggling to ascertain the truth of an argument by personally exploring 

it and testing it with their own experience and reason. A person could not really be said to 

understand something if he or she depended on another’s authority. To turn opinion to 

knowledge, reflection and rigorous discernment is needed. Without this to center our 

understanding, we can be all too easily swayed or captured by each new, exciting, popular 

idea we encounter.  

Socrates also believed that the continual re-stimulation of an aspiration to be excellent, 

without the requisite change in character, will lead inevitably to disillusionment and giving 

up.   For him, character was built when one had to face one’s ego and limitation while 

struggling to create understanding about complex subjects and facing critique and debate 

with others.  Character could not be built by taking another’s ideas, untested and 

unexamined, as one’s own. This would lead to an unexamined life, which for Socrates was 

not worth living.
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Some of the World’s Most Celebrated Teachers

This conception of education as the inner development of a whole person (vs. the 

acquisition of knowledge or skill) made Socrates one of the most revered teachers in 

human history. To this day, the Socratic method is pursued as an aspiration by educators 

who seek to work at the higher levels of pedagogy (though not always with a full 

understanding of what it entails.) 

One could say that Socrates is an exemplary practitioner of the art of re-sourcing, which 

seeks to return people to the source within themselves by which they can develop 

understanding, self-determination, and wisdom. He is part of a lineage of such teachers 

stretching back thousands of years. Like Socrates, these teachers usually created schools 

around themselves, whose purpose was to bring more light into the world, not only for 

students but for all of humanity and the whole of creation. In such schools, teachers could 

engage students, live and in the moment, within an oral tradition. Many of these oral 

traditions consisted of Work Ideas presented to students as premises to be examined in 

their own lives. 

By Work Ideas, I mean time-tested premises or principles that can guide human beings on a 

path of transformation. Jesus preached the Beatitudes. The Buddha taught the Four Noble 

Truths. The US wrote down the Bill of Rights. The Iroquois articulated Seven First 

Principles of Life. Each of these provides guidance for how to transform ourselves to what 

we aspire to be and to contribute to the world. As representations of how things work, they 

gain power and legitimacy through having been vetted by practitioners over lifetimes and 

centuries.

Although not always recognized in their own time, these teachers have come to be 

celebrated for the profound contributions they have made to the development of humans 

and their understanding and capacity for wisdom. I have included here a partial list of those 

who, in my experience of their thoughts and words, I would call re-sources.  

Pythagoras
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Pythagoras was a philosopher, mathematician, and teacher whose theories are still taught 

in schools today. Known for discovering the Pythagorean theorem and as the father of 

numbers, he also articulated the relationship between math and music. In Croton, Greece, 

he established a developmental school where students followed a structured life of 

personal inner reflection and outer testing of how life worked. He was the Western founder 

of the idea of Oral Tradition schools and forbade his students to record his words, believing 

that joining in structured live engagements enabled the mind to move and evolve and in 

ways that made it less likely to become attached to ideas.

Pythagoras believed that, at their root, numbers had very distinctive characters and 

qualities, related to the levels of complexity that they implied. (In more contemporary 

language, we tend to understand this in terms of dimensions: three dimensions—space—is 

more complex than two dimensions—flat surface—is more complex than one 

dimension—point.) This intuition about dimensionality and complexity led Pythagoras to 

propose that reality was made from number. To understand reality, one must learn to 

evolve the degrees of complexity that one could hold in mind, thereby increasing the 

number and levels of dynamics that one could see at work in events. He provided a system 

that brought together spiritual, cosmological, psychological, and practical work within the 

first Western European approach that can reasonably be called a Science of Wholes. 

Pythagoras’s pedagogy was characterized by conversations that invited interactive 

engagement with ideas such that each participant experienced an evolution in their 

thinking. This evolution generated ableness to work with increasing depths of reality and 

required practitioners to evolve what they held to be true and real. Pythagoras was not 

trying to change people’s minds; rather, he was seeking to evolve what they could see and 

understand1. 

One of the enduring ideas that came from Pythagoras has to do with using number and 

mathematics, not only to understand reality, but also to develop ourselves (a tradition later 

1 
https://www.sciencenews.org/article/pythagoras-math-reality-music-spheres#:~:text=Pythagoras%20belie
ved%20that%2C%20at%20its,anything%20about%20what%20reality%20is. 
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carried forward into J. G. Bennet’s Systematics2).  We might characterize the teaching of 

Pythagoras as something like, “Surrender into and pass your being through the qualitative 

dimension of number and you will transform not only what you can understand but who 

you are.” 

I encountered the work of Pythagoras while still an undergraduate at U.C. Berkeley, and 

despite a near allergic reaction to mathematics, I was able to take his insights into the 

qualitative characteristics of number to heart. Over the years, I learned to use numerically 

structured frameworks to understand the working of systems and the working of my own 

inner being. I learned to take any situation and distance myself enough from it to observe 

my responses objectively, thereby seeing more than was obvious on the surface while 

overcoming my habitual, automatic reactions.

The Pythagorean hierarchy of different orders of frameworks has introduced dynamicism, 

dimensionality, and continuous evolution into my thinking, enabling me to get unstuck from 

whatever my current worldview might be. It has enabled me to see what would otherwise 

be invisible to me. I see reality as layered, in motion, and containing more than what the 

evidence of my senses can reveal to me. I can see other’s intentions, not just their actions, 

and respect them. When I am burdened by too many preconceived notions, I can dismantle 

my own belief system and look deeply into the inner dynamics by which I created it. This 

frees me up to see outer dynamics as they are, with far fewer of the prejudices that 

ordinarily occlude my understanding.  

Socrates

Socrates’s pedagogy was based on the concept of the teacher as a midwife. He believed that, 

by self-examination, a student could discover the truth without depending on outside 

2 Also referred to as the theory of Multi-Term Systems or Bennettian Systematics, it focuses on levels, and degrees 
of complexity in systems, the qualities emergent at these levels, and the ability to represent and practically deal with 
("understand") complexity using concrete frameworks. Depart from abstract models sinc always applied to specific 
events, places people at work. John G Bennett, an English mathematician and philosopher, Arthur Young, designer of the 
Bell helicopter, and Charles G Krone, an chemical engineer and philosopher, each followers of spiritual practices from 
ancient times, brought organizing and ordering to this practices.
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authority. This made Socrates a pioneer of the practice of re-sourcing and it is from him that 

I first began to learn about this art. Socratic method invites its practitioners to scrutinize 

commonly held premises to determine their internal consistency, coherence, and 

consonance with other beliefs. In this way, participants in the inquiry move themselves 

closer to an understanding of the truth. 

I was fortunate to encounter a clear and nuanced articulation of Socratic method while 

working in England in the 1980s. In the basement of a Manchester bookstore that 

specialized in 19th century books, I ran into the work of Laszlo Versenyi, a Greek scholar 

who captured the underlying structure of Socrates’ approach in his enlightening book 

Socratic Humanism (Yale University Press). According to Versenyi’s interpretation, Socrates 

used five core philosophical ideas or qualities to elicit the kind of testing and expression 

that would unleash the self-directed intelligence of his students: 

Aporetic refers to awakening out of a sleepwalking or auto-pilot state. It comes from 

disrupting the way people work and think, making them uncomfortable and helping them 

resist their tendency to become mechanical. One can’t begin the work of developing as a 

human being unless they first awaken.  

Maieutic comes from the Greek word for midwife and refers to bringing forward or birthing 

the will of someone to work on their own development by cultivating their 

self-consciousness, self-reflection, and self-critical inquiry. 

Elentic comes from the Greek word for examine or dig into. This is where the practice of 

continual questioning and discernment comes in—taking the mind ever deeper in an 

ongoing effort to better understand reality. Socrates was famous for his statement that an 

unexamined life is not worth living. The development of living systems critical thinking 

skills enables one to think with increasing exactness and precision, discovering subtle yet 

significant differences between alternative thoughts and ideas, particularly in terms of the 

effects to which they lead.
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Ironic, in a Socratic context, is about an attitude of humility, an understanding that there is 

no teacher, no expert or authority, that can offer another person self-knowledge and true 

development. It’s a reminder that if we begin to believe this of ourselves, then we are 

deluded. This is why I speak of the work of re-sourcing, taking oneself and others back 

again and again to the source of inner understanding, wisdom, and self-determination. 

Learning is on-going and never-ending, driven by a process of what I have sometimes called 

long-thought thinking wherein the learner seeks to continuously deepen their 

understanding of (rather than knowledge about) an enduringly meaningful question. A 

re-source exhibits the profoundly important belief that one never reaches a pinnacle where 

there is nothing more to be learned, no matter how far they may have gone in their own 

development.

Negating, points to the fact that we are not complete. Whenever we start to feel a sense of 

certainty, we need to ‘negate’ it, reminding ourselves that our understanding is incomplete. 

This is done by posing questions and concepts that produce uncertainty and an opening to 

inquiry. Socrates would regularly negate the final understanding produced in dialogue with 

a student, disrupting their tendency to accept uncritically an opinion arrived at under the 

guidance of a “wise” teacher. He wanted them to test these conclusions on their own, while 

developing their own experience and reasoning. Because of its impact on the learner’s 

process, the result was positive, even if the method was negating,

Lao Tzu 

Lao Tzu was an ancient, semi-legendary Chinese philosopher credited with writing the Tao 

Te Ching. He advocated a deep, connective caring among people as the means to peace and 

harmony. He claimed that such caring was possible through recognition of the cosmic force 

of the Tao, which was present in all beings and had created all things, bound all things, 

moved all things, and finally loosed all things back into their original state. In Lao Tzu’s 

formulation of Taoist teaching, the Way to become virtuous is often conceptualized as Wu 
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wei or non-action. Rather than resisting or attempting change, one should instead accept 

and allow change to take place.  

Like Socrates, Lao Tzu is said to have never established a formal school. Nevertheless, he 

attracted many students. In a similar way, the Tao Te Ching dispenses with the hierarchy 

associated with teacher and student. “Unlike most works of its genre, the book 

conspicuously lacks a central master character and seldom references historical people or 

events, giving it an air of timelessness.” [35] 

One of the key ideas I received from Lao Tzu is that caring enables the self-development of 

capabilities needed to be awake, and that this creates the basis for the regeneration of the 

peace and harmony that are the higher order potential of human life. When I care about 

someone or something, I become able to set aside my own agendas and desire for 

self-satisfaction in order to serve something more than just myself. This allows me to 

release my desire to control outcomes and to come into alignment with the Tao. At the same 

time, in caring for someone else, I wish to cultivate the same kind of self-development, 

alignment, and caring in them so that they too can realize to the greatest degree possible 

their own potential. For me, this kind of caring is quite distinct from either empathy or 

compassion, neither of which actively grounds the responsibility for harmonization with 

the Tao in each of us as self-determining agents. 

Jesus 

Esoteric Christian tradition describes the pedagogy of Jesus of Nazareth, who was steeped 

in a Jewish tradition of teaching but through his own spiritual insights and practice founded 

an entirely new religion.  

Some of the anchoring principles of this pedagogy included never seeking to force people 

into faith, either by coercion or by overwhelming reason and mental superiority. Rather, 

Jesus sought to bring men and women into the kingdom and to allow faith to awaken within 

them through the movement of their own souls. Jesus also practiced a universal acceptance 

of all human beings as worthy of development. At the same time, he was not always a gentle 
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teacher—he valued caring over the lesser virtues of kindness, empathy, and compassion. 

Perhaps most characteristically, he avoided offering worldly contentment and ease, 

reminding his students that true happiness came through spiritual transformation, not 

wealth or social approbation.

As a teacher or Master, Jesus joyfully talked with ordinary people, yet he did not despise the 

powerful. He always oriented toward the mental and spiritual growth of his listeners, 

helping them to attain a new joy of living that was not dependent on economic, social, or 

political circumstances. Rather, it depended solely on a profound sense of immersion in 

higher energies.

Jesus taught that we need not be defined by the wrongs we have done, or the wrongs that 

have been done to us. In a break with Old Testament tradition, he taught that the sins of the 

fathers would not necessarily be visited upon the children—that through faith it was 

possible for anyone to step out of the cycle of suffering. He proposed, in other words, a 

profound freedom, one that derived from our own inner development.

This is as far as I got

 In general, wrongs are consequences of the actions taken by that who suffers them, though 

sometimes they can be accidents of which neither God nor anybody is to blame.  The 

teacher shall not indulge in self-compassion or to embrace the misleading practice of 

sharing regrets. It is a twisted habit to turn morbid curiosity—one’s own or other’s—into a 

false piety that leads many people to pay great attention to others’ sorrowful stories, or to 

tell the personal ones in minute detail creating a cycle of trauma which is replaying in 

multi-generational events.

As a corollary to this idea, he taught that it was important tond yet avoid the tendency to 

lessening or wounding people’sthe listeners’ self-respect. When peopleIf one loses 

self-respect and esteem, they become depressed and lose contact with the fundamentalgets 

distant from accepting the truth that each of us shares aof his most noble lineage as a child 

of God. Jesus never made fun of any of his listeners or followers, even though their 
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questions were sometimes foolish or showeding total lack of comprehension of his words.  

Oral traditions

It is interesting to note that, in many ways, the story and pedagogy of Jesus parallels that of 

Siddhartha Gautama, generally known as the Buddha. Gautama created a spiritual practice 

that offered an alternative to the extreme asceticism and rigid social stratification 

associated with Brahmin religion and other spiritual schools of his time. He sought to 

discover a Middle Way between a purely material, worldly, sensual life and asceticism, a 

path to liberation that could be practiced by any human based on their own innate potential 

and self-determination.  

This is as far as I got

Work Ideas:

Hypatia

Hypatia became head of the Platonist school at Alexandria in about 400 AD. There she 

lectured on mathematics and philosophy, in particular teaching the philosophy of 

Neoplatonism. As the head of that school of philosophy, a school whose basic ideas derived 

from Plato and therefor Socrates. she was murdered by a mob of Christians led by 

a lector named Peter.[8][9]

Hypatia's murder shocked the empire and transformed her into a "martyr for philosophy",

Because she used dialogue about philosophy as Work Ideas for developing her students 

ability to think for themselves, She was murdered for advising Orestes, the Roman prefect 

of Alexandria, who was in the midst of a political feud with Cyril, the bishop of Alexandria. 

Rumors spread accusing her of preventing Orestes from reconciling with Cyril and, in 

March 415 AD, she was murdered by a mob of Christians led by a lector named Peter.[
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Pine Leaf

Indigenous pedagogies connects learning to a specific place, and thus knowledge is situated 

in relationship to a living land, experience, and group of people. For curriculum developers, 

this means creating opportunities to learn about the local place and to learn in connection 

to the local place. 

https://opentextbc.ca/indigenizationcurriculumdevelopers/chapter/indigenous-epistemol

ogies-and-pedagogies/#:~:text=Indigenous%20pedagogies%20connect%20learning%20t

o,connection%20to%20the%20local%20place.

(Note: the following story is about a woman that was brought to Carol’s attention by her 

grandfather. During the time that he was a lecturer at the University of Oklahoma he came 

to know an ethnographer who was focused on indigenous storytelling traditions. She 

introduced him to this story, because he’d asked her about stories of native women leaders. 

He was searching for exemplars that he could introduce to Carol.

The main point is that this woman was a disruptor, enough of one that she was 

remembered generations after her own time. She disrupted ideas of race and gender, and 

introduced ideas of service to life as the primary determinant of who belonged “in” and 

who was “out”.)

Pine Chief (Women Chief of Crow Tribe),  after a documented incidentm of attact, said that 

‘white’ homesteaders were not  recognized by  references to the concept of "whiteness" as a 

distinct racial group which is a construct developed or brought with or by European 

colonizers, and but sorted  by Indigenous cultures, historically did not classify people based 

on skin color, instead focusing on tribal affiliations and cultural identity and relationship to 

living system roles. rather than a broad “white' category. 

My grandfather taught about Native American Archetypes whereby he has said they were 

most  honored who were considered to be tending Life. It was the roles they used to define 

people rather than superficial demographics. 
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Instead of demographics, contribution roles were given the highest standing. 

E.g. Chief (highest honour since chief was expected to evoke the highest quality of 

thinking, Hunter (cared for nourishment of all life and the capacity to ensure future 

life) clown (highest clarity of truth) Warrior (highest of what was worth fighting 

for), Shaman (dedication of life and well being of all beings, physically and mentally, those 

who can transcend the everyday life of the tribe and speak to the spirits which guide it or its 

journey through life.)

They frequently defended white and Mexican homesteaders from raiding tribes. For 

example. Pine leaf said “we judge people by their role in service to life, not their identity. We 

are are all one people and honor and defend their dedication to life not tribal alliance.​

 At the age of about 10 she was taken prisoner by a raiding party of Crows and was adopted 

by a Crow warrior who raised her among his people. She showed a disposition to assume 

traditionally male activities, and her foster father evidently encouraged her pursuits, as he 

had lost his sons to death or capture. She earned acclaim for her horse riding, 

marksmanship, and ability to field-dress a buffalo. However, unlike other Two-Spirits, she 

wore typical female clothing rather than adopting men's garments. When her father died, 

she assumed leadership of his lodge.[1][2]​

Epistemology of Pine Leaf: She encouraged education of each child and person according to their Essence as 

did Gurdjieff.

Pine Leaf as a warrior during a raid by the Blackfoot on a fort sheltering Crow and white 

families together defended all captives. She reportedly fought off multiple attackers and 

was instrumental in turning back the raid. She subsequently raised her own band of 

warriors and raided Blackfoot settlements, taking off many horses and scalps. For her 

deeds she was accepted to represent her lodge as bacheeítche(chief) in the Council of Chiefs 

and was given the name Bíawacheeitchish, or Woman Chief. She eventually rose to the rank 
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of third among the council's 160 lodges. She married four wives, which increased the 

wealth and prestige of her lodge. She became involved in peace negotiations with other 

Upper Missouri tribes following the 1851 Treaty of Fort Laramie, and successfully 

negotiated peace with the Gros Ventres, the tribe of her birth. 

Einstein 

Don’t use the old mind to create new ideas. Never do the same thing the same way twice.  

See the world as energies

Gurdjieff

— human life as ordinarily lived is similar to sleep; transcendence of the sleeping state 

required work, but, when it was achieved, an individual could reach remarkable levels of 

vitality and awareness. Naqshbandi Sufis. The author's search finally leads him to 

the Sarmoung monastery in Northern Afghanistan. (an alleged esoteric Sufi brotherhood 

based in Asia. The existence of the brotherhood was brought to light in the writings 

of George Gurdjieff, a Greek-Armenian spiritual teacher.) The Fourth Way addresses the 

question of humanity's place in the Universe and the possibilities of inner development. It 

emphasizes that people ordinarily live in a state referred to as a semi-hypnotic "waking 

sleep," while higher levels of consciousness, virtue, and unity of will are possible.  he 

Gurdjieff teaching, known as the Work, is an oral teaching. Oral teachings live on an edge 

between their inherited traditions and the need for freshness in thought and practice. The 

Gurdjieff Society draws on a century of continuous tradition with a rich heritage of ideas, 

methods, attitudes, and insights.   He was influenced by Sufi, Zen and Yoga mystics he met 

on his early travels in Central Asia and Eastern Europe.

Krishnamurti  
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No gurus

student and teacher both learn together. Therefore, the student should be treated as equal 

partner. Opportunities should be given to develop their own unique being. Things should 

not be imposed on him rather they should be free to discover themselves and refine their 

potentials. No conditioning or grading on performance. to bring about freedom, love, “the 

flowering of goodness” and the complete transformation of society.

In Closing

George Lucas’s accomplishment with the Star Wars trilogy is still being felt. Of course it 

succeeds because of good storytelling, nifty special effects, and lots of exciting action. But at 

its heart, Star Wars is a bildungsroman—the story of one young man’s developmental 

journey and spiritual awakening to become the hero that he needed to be. It’s no accident 

that the trilogy’s most beloved and memorable characters are the teachers Luke Skywalker 

encounters along the way, in large part because they had the wisdom and self-restraint to 

allow him to develop himself. In this regard they were re-sources, modern exemplars of an 

ancient archetype.   

© 2024 copyright Carol Sanford Institute. All rights reserved. For permission contact carol@carolsanford.com




